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they reveal the world he inhabits. Among other things, culture is how 
people interpret and what they believe. 

A simple lesson, but it required time, observation, and participation to 
absorb. My outsider's view of American Studies was that its America was 
a barbaric context made text, empathically, by Americanists. My Ameri­
can experience persuaded me that the poem was in some important sense 
an accurate representation of the ways things worked. America was more 
than a figment of the imagination, an imperial wish-fulfillment dream 
brought to life in the assertion of nationhood. It was a way of imagining 
that expressed the mechanism through which "reality" is made real. Like 
other modern nations, America was an imagined community. It was also 
a process of symbol making through which the norms and values of a mod­
ern culture were internalized, rationalized, spiritualized, and institution­
alized-rendered the vehicle, as the American Way, both of conscience and 
of consensus. 

The music of America still sounded to me like ideology, but it was ide­
ology in a new key, requiring a blend of cognitive and appreciative analysis. 
Benjamin contrasts empathic understanding with historical materialism, 
an adversarial outlook of "cautious detachment" which, aware of the 
"origin" of culture, "cannot contemplate [its subject] without horror."9 I 
sought a mode of mediation between horror and empathy. Accordingly, I 
turned to the more flexible, nonpejorative definitions of ideology available 
in anthropology: ideology as the web of ideas, practices, beliefs, and myths 
through which a society, any society, coheres and perpetuates itself. [ 
hoped that ideological analysis, so conceived, would allow me both to ex­
ploit the insights of American Studies and to revise its outlook. American 
Studies had set out the interactions between symbol and fact, rhetoric and 
history, by synthesizing their different forms of discourse. I wanted to sep­
arate those forms (and their functions) in order to investigate the condi­
tions of synthesis making. To that end, I hoped that ideological analysis 
would allow me to negotiate between the world and the word in such a 
way that the word, "America," might be contextualized, recovered for pur­
poses of cognitive criticism, while the world of America might be appre­
hended in its fantastic textuality, as the development of an empowering 
and (within limits) genuinely liberating rhetoric and vision. 

Necessarily, this set me at odds with the dominant concepts of ideology 
in the field. I thought of these as three models of the hermeneutics of denial: 
(I) The consensus model, adopted by the leading schools of literary and 
historical scholarship during the Cold War decades. This denied that 
America had any ideology at all, since ideology meant dogma, bigotry, and 
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repression; whereas Americans were open-minded, inclusive, and eclectic. 
(2) The official Marxist model, imported into academia during the De­
pression, and revived in the [960's. This denied that ideology had any 
truth-value, since it was by definition false consciousness, the camera ob­
scura of the ruling class. (}) The multicultural model, a medley of various 
indigenous themes, from the melting pot to the patchwork quilt, melded 
together or interlaced with various forms of neo-Marxism. This denied 
that America had an ideology, on the grounds that there were many ide­
ologies, all in flux: republicanism, agrarianism, free enterprise, consum­
erism, liberalism, working-class consciousness, corporate industrialism, 
and so on, to the point where it came to seem the other side of consensual 
open-endedness. 

Against that background my concept of ideology was intended to insist 
on: (I) the ideological context of commonsense eclecticism; (2) the truth­
value of ideology, as a key not to the cosmos but to culture, which medi­
ates our access to cosmic truth; and (3) the de facto coherence of Ameri­
can culture, as for example in the ideological symmetries underlying the 
models of multiculturalism and consensus. The symmetries seemed to me 
transparent in the relation I spoke of between the world and the word: the 
changing, conflictual, and yet continuously sustaining relation between the 
United States-in all its multifarious "realities" (pragmatic, agrarian, con­
sumerist, etc.)-and the abstract, unifying meanings of America. Hetero­
geneity was not the antithesis to those abstractions; it was a function of 
hegemony. The open-ended inclusiveness of the United States was directly 
proportionate to America's capacity to incorporate and exclude, and more 
precisely to incorporate by exclusion. The culture seemed indefinite, infi­
nitely processual, because as America it closed everything else out, as being 
either Old World and/or not-yet-America. And vice versa: the process by 
which it closed out everything un-American was also the spur toward an 
ideal of liberal inclusiveness, a vision of representative openness that 
eroded traditional barriers of nationality, territory, language, and ethnic­
ity, and eventually, perhaps, would erode even the barriers of race and gen­
der-which is to say, would open the prospects of liberalism to women and 
blacks as it had to the Irish, the Jews, and the far-flung regions of Alaska 
and Hawaii. 

I am describing a broad, deeply ingrained symbolic strategy; one need 
only think of the reciprocities between inclusive and exclusive represen­
tation in the concept of a national errand or of a continental manifest des­
tiny. But my concern here lay with a specific academic enterprise. It seemed 
to me that the process by which the United States had become America was 
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nowhere more clearly displayed than in the bipolarities of American Stud­
ies: on the one hand, a multiculturalism (or experiential pluralism) that 
rendered invisible the structures of national cohesion; on the other hand, 
a consensual identity, "American," that by definition transcended the 
"ideological limits" of class, region, generation, and race (i.e., redefined 
American identity, ideologically, as a process of transcending the bound­
aries of class, region, etc.). As this principle applied to American literary 
studies in particular, the relation between text and context opened into 
what I came to think of as a cultural symbology: a configuration or tangle 
of patterns of expression, interpretation, and belief common to all areas of 
society, including the aesthetic. So understood, "high literature" was nei­
ther an imitation of reality nor a Platonic (or Hegelian) ladder to a higher 
reality. It was a mediation between both, which I thought of in terms of 
ideological mimesis: a representation of the volatile relations between con­
ceptual, imaginative, and social realities that was different from, often op­
posed to, and yet fundamentally reciprocal with the ways of the world in 
which it emerged. I intended my concept of ideological mimesis to convey 
not only literature's multivalence but its capacities (in degree, within lim­
its) for autonomy. Nonetheless, I again found myself at odds with the dom­
inant models of analysis in the field, in this case the field of literary studies. 
I think here in particular of the New Criticism, which through the 1960'S 

and 1970'S still reined in the area of textual analysis, and of oppositional 
criticism, which then as now comprised the most influential literary group 
in American Studies. 

My objections to the New Critics antedated my discovery of America. 
They thrived on the invisibility of context, somewhat as Kafka's narrator's 
ingenuities depend on his disembodiment of the music; or as the mystery 
he marvels at of "soaring dogs," floating on air, depends on the invisibility 
of whatever or whoever is holding them up. My own reading had con­
vinced me, on the contrary, that literary texts were deeply embedded in 
issues of context; that this embeddedment was a central source of creative, 
moral, and intellectual vitality; and that to deny that source of empower­
ment on principle, or by professional reflex, was a form of aesthetic min­
imalism which drained literature of its richest meanings. It was also to in­
state certain cultural values under the cloak of invisibility, as embodying 
the transcendent unities of the text. And finally, under the guise of rever­
ence, it was to evade the most challenging questions posed by the trans­
historical qualities of literature, which center on the relation (not the di­
chotomy) between "trans" and "historicaL" Criticism may aspire to judg­
ments of eternity, but it takes place in history. As both Kafka and Benjamin 

remind us, the very forms of canonization are mediated by historical con­
sciousness; we break through its limitations only in degree, and only by 
recognizing that we live in history, even if we live on literature. 

But of course New Critics were ipso facto not Americanists. My direct 
engagement was with the oppositional critics. That term is a recent coin­
age, designating certain post-Marxist forms of cultural praxis. But in 
American Studies it has a far broader import. I have in mind the adversarial 
stance of Americanist literary critics from the very inception of the field: 
the schoo] of subversion (as it has been called) that constitutes the main­
stream tradition of American Studies from Vernon Parrington and Lewis 
Mumford through Matthiessen and Henry Nash Smith, and that has con­
tinued to provide many of its most distinguished figures. The principles of 
oppositional ism, so understood, center on an essentialist conflict between 
an always oppressive society and an always liberating literature-a sacred­
secular library of America set against the ideologies in America of racism, 
imperialism, capitalism, and patriarchy. My objection to this particular 
text-context dichotomy W<lS more complicated in application than that to 
the New Critics, but it was based on a similar premise. My reading of the 
classic American authors convinced me that they were imaginatively nour­
ished by the culture, even when they were politically opposed to it. Mel­
ville's famous affirmation of the subversive imperative comes in an essay 
extolling America\ destiny; and a similar dynamic informs the cultural 
work of Hawthorne and Emerson, as it also underlies the multiple con­
nections between nay-saying and representative selfhood in the adventures 
of George Harris, Ruth Hall, Huckleberry Finn, Frederic Henry, the In­
visible Man, Oedipa Maas, and Rutherford Calhoun.'o 

In all cases, the complementarity of text and context revealed a cultural 
symbology which not only tolerated but elicited resistance as a staple of 
social revitalization. This did not mean that the literature was not subver­
sive in some sense. My disagreement with the oppositionalists lay not in 
particular interpretations of texts, but in their overall tendency toward al­
legory. I saw this as a sort of beatification of the subversive; as a denial 
against all historical evidence, from every field of art, of the continuously 
enriching reciprocity between dominant forms of art and forms of ideo­
logical domination; as a transfer of the powers of appreciative criticism to 
political agency; and as a confusion, accordingly, of literary analysis with 
social action. It was as though (in a mirror inversion of Kafka's parable) 
to deconstruct the musicians' patterns of performance-or to uncover ad­
versa rial tendencies within the symmetries they enacted, or to discover dif­
ferent groups of performers (the music, so to speak, of Benjamin's repressed 
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world of "anonymous toil")-were to threaten the entire world of music, 
and potentially to undermine the moral and social structures within which 
the musicians functioned. 

This romance quest for the subversive seemed to me to have its roots 
in a venerable (though "dark" and often mystical) branch of hermeneutics, 
the esoteric tradition that bridges gnosticism, Cabala, and the romantic 
vision of Satan as the secret hero of Paradise Lost. And in turn that vision­
ary fusion of politics and art recalled the radical aesthetics of my youth. 
Here again literature was invested with the spiritual values of protest, and 
literary criticism, by extension, raised to the status of revolutionary activ­
ity. But the national emphasis in this case-the focus, positive and nega­
tive, on the Americanness of American literature-called attention to a 
cultural difference in the very concept of radicalism. I refer to a broad tra­
dition of political dissent inspired by the figural America. Its connection to 
literary oppositional ism, as this unfolded from the Vietnam years through 
the Reagan era, was both theoretical and institutional. Briefly, the student 
rebels of one period became the academic authorities of the other. The 
continuities this transformation implies-beyond, or rather within, the 
profession of "generation gap," "rupture," and "politicization"-require 
me to return once more to my literal-metaphorical moment of border 
crossing, this time into the surprising radical America of the 1960'S. 

It was not the radicalism that surprised me. Quite the contrary: I had 
expected to find the land of Sacco and Vanzetti an unincorporated America 
of class contradictions, residual resistance, and emergent struggle. And so 
it was. But the protest rendered invisible the cultural limitations that these 
conflicts implied. The sources of contlict persisted-indeed, according to 
the protesters they had deepened-but they were described in terms that 
reinforced this society's values and myths. The counterculture swam into 
my view in a series of abstractions, two by two, like the procession of le­
viathans at the start of Moby-Dick, as the gates of Ishmael's wonder-world 
swing open: Freedom versus Tyranny, Opportunity versus Oppression, 
Progress versus Chaos; and midmost of them all, like a Janus-faced phan­
tom in the air, America, real and ideal. The real faced toward doomsday. 
The ideal, facing the millennium, appeared sometimes in the form of na­
tional representatives (Jefferson, Lincoln), sometimes as representative 
texts (the Mayflower Compact, the federal Constitution), sometimes in 
cultural key words ("equal rights," "self-realization"), or else in the ap­
positional symbology of pluralism ('heterogeneity," "nation of nations"). 

My commonsense response was "co-optation." What else would this 
Americanization of utopia be but some long-ripened generational rite of 
passage, a ritual recycling of the energies of radical change into the struc­
tures of continuity? In this culture, I concluded, the conservatives were on 
the left; their characteristic strategy was to displace radical alternatives 
with an indigenous tradition of reform. Thus the alternative implicit in Nat 
Turner's revolt had been absorbed into the exemplary American protest 
embodied in The Narrative of Frederick Douglass; so, too in the long run, 
were the alternatives offered by Paul Robeson and Malcolm X. The quint­
essentially liberal programs for change that linked Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
to Gloria Steinem encompassed, blurred, and eventually eliminated other 
feminist alternatives (those which did not focus on America), from the 
Grimke sisters to Emma Goldman and Angela Davis. It was the cultural 
work of Emerson and Emersonians, from (say) William James through 
Paul Goodman, to obviate socialist or communist alternatives to capi­
talism. This form of cultural work joined Jefferson to Thoreau and both 
to Martin Luther King in an omnivorous oppositionalism that ingested 
all competing modes of radicalism-from the Fourierists to Herbert Mar­
cuse and Noam Chomsky-in the course of redefining injustice as un­
American, revolution as the legacy of 1776, and inequities of class, race, 
and gender as disparities between the theory and the practice of Ameri­
canness. 

These dissenters, it seemed clear, had miscalculated not just the power 
but the nature of rhetoric. They had thought to appropriate America as a 
trope of the spirit, and so to turn the national symbol, now freed of its base 
historical content, into a vehicle of moral and political renovation. In the 
event, however, the symbol had refigured the moral and political terms of 
renovation-had rendered freedom, opportunity, democracy, and radical­
ism itself part of the American Way." But the results of their miscalcula­
tions, as I traced these back through the 1900'S, had unexpected conse­
quences. What I learned from that century-long lesson in co-optation 
altered my views both of American protest and of the radical outlook I had 
brought to it. The culture, I discovered, had indeed found ways of har­
nessing revolution for its own purposes; but the ways themselves were vol­
atile, even (to a point) open-ended. They tended toward subversion even 
as they drew such tendencies into persistent, deeply conservative patterns 
of culture. 

In short, the issue was not co-optation or dissent. It was varieties of co­
optation, varieties of dissent, and above all varieties of co-optation/dis­
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sent. America was a symbolic field, continually influenced by extrinsic 
sources, and sometimes changing through those influences, but character­
istically absorbing and adapting them to its own distinctive patterns. And 
in the course of adaptation, it was recurrently generating its own adver­
sarial forms. The "alternative Americas" it spawned were (like the origi­
nating symbol) ideology and utopia combined. They opposed the system 
in ways that reaffirmed its ideals; but the process of reaffirmation consti­
tuted a radical tradition of a certain kind. Hence the ambiguities that 
linked Douglass to King, Thoreau to Goodman, Stanton to Steinem. In all 
these cases, dissent was demonstrably an appeal to, and through, the rhet­
oric and values of the dominant culture; and in every case, it issued in a 
fundamental challenge to the system: racism subverted in the story of a 
self-made man; patriarchy subverted through a revised version of the Dec­
laration of Independence; the authority of government subverted by a July 
Fourth experiment in self-reliance. 

The theory of co-optation, like Benjamin's attack on empathic history, 
assumes a basic dichotomy between radicalism and reform, as though one 
could be for or against an entire culture; as though not to be against a 
culturdundamentally (whateverthat means) was to be fundamentally part 
of it; and as though on::: could hope to effect social change by advocating 
ideas or programs that were alien to whatever held together the society at 
large-which is to say, to its strategies of cohesion. The radical/rcformist 
reciprocities I discovered pointed me in a different direction. They called 
for a reconsideration of the entire structure of dichotomies by which I had 
found American protest wanting. The European forms of radicalism I had 
inherited were indeed opposed to that tradition, but they, too, I recognized, 
were couched in a rhetoric that expressed the cultures within which they 
had been generated. And they had given rise to forms of social action that 
were ambiguously liberating and/or restrictive, progressive and/or repres­
sive, revolutionary and/or reformist. 

The difference between the two traditions was not that of empirical 
analysis versus symbolic projection, activism versus acquiescence. It was 
an opposition between distinctive processes of culture formation, entail­
ing, in each case, mixed forms of empirical (or detached) analysis and sym­
bolic projection (or empathic understanding). And, as it happened, the op­
position issued in major differences both in modes of social cohesion and 
in prescriptions for social renovation. Insofar as this opposition, too, was 
a false one-insofar as (say) Walden resists The Communist lvfanifesto ab­
solutely, denies altogether the theory of historical materialism, class iden-
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tity, or the socialist state-it is because each rests on a hermeneutics of 
transcendence. Thoreau's appeal to self-reliance, like Karl Marx's to class 
struggle, implies a chiliastic solution ("the only true America," "the dic­
tatorship of the proletariat"), built on apodictic either/ors: individualism 
or conformity, revolution or oppression. The result is not a contrast be­
tween true and false resistance to the barbarism of one's culture. It is a 
wholesale transfer of agency, as in Kafka's parable, from one's culture to 

the imputed higher laws of nature, history, and the mind. 
What did seem to me distinctive in degree about the American instance 

was the cultural function of radicalism. It was a strategy of pluralism every­
where to compartmentalize dissent so as to absorb it, incrementally, unus 
inter pares, into a dominant liberal discourse. But American liberalism 
privileged dissent. One reason for the impact of the Puritans was their suc­
cess in making a dissenting faith the cornerstone of community; and the 
continuities this suggests may be traced through the rhetoric of the Amer­
ican Revolution and the Emersonian re-vision of individualism as the man­
date both for permanent resistance and for American identity-a tran­
scendentallicense to have your dissent and to make it too. 

This was the context as well of oppositional criticism as I encountered 
it in the late 1960'S; and it remains the context of American literary studies 
in our time of dissensus. For although dissensus involves the disintegra­
tion of certain traditional structures of academic authority, nonetheless the 
wnditions of dissensus do not transcend ideology. On the contrary: they 
are a purer expression of the liberal marketplace than the genteel modes 
they superseded, which offered at least some residual resistance to the plu­
ralist incorporation of academia. In an earlier, more innocent time, upstart 
ethnics could make their way into the humanities on the condition that they 
re-formed themselves (in dress, manner, accent, and moral outlook) as cus­
todians of Arnoldian Culture, the preservers of literature as a transcendent 
"criticism of life," meaning in their case the life of liberal capitalism. Their 
latter-day upstart heirs demand in effect that the humanities come down 
from that ivory tower, comply with the conditions of American free enter­
prise (equal opportunity, open competition, supply-and-demand speciali­
zation), and participate in the power structures of the state, including its 
structures of class, mass communication, and government. 

This is not to disparage the work of oppositional critics, then and 
now. l2 They have raised important issues, exposed the constrictions of es­
tablished theories and the injustice of established practices, and properly 
called attention to the pressures of history not only upon the literature we 
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interpret but upon our categories of interpretation. In these and similar 
ways they have been right to call their criticism subversive. But subversive 
in what sense, and to what ends, and for whom? 

My misgiving first expressed itself in my sense of wonder at the scope 
and intensity of their political claims. Particular questions of interpretation 
apart, why were these Americanists so intent on demonstrating the sub­
versiveness of authors who for the most part had either openly endorsed 
the American Way, or else had lamented American corruption as the failure 
of New Eden? Or mutatis mutandis, why were they so intent on asserting 
the regenerative powers of literary studies (their own) that were not only 
inaccessible but unintelligible to society at large? I recall thinking in this 
regard of two Thurber cartoons, which might be considered examples 
by contrast of the advantages of cross-cultural perspective. One of these 
shows a copyist sitting before Rubens's Rape of the Sabine Women and 
carefully reproducing the flowers in a corner of the scene. The other car­
toon shows a woman smiling like the Mona Lisa, while the perplexed man 
next to her asks: "What do you want to be enigmatic for, Monica?" What 
did these oppositionalists want Edith Wharton and William Faulkner­
or more strangely still, their recondite readings of Wharton or Faulkner 
-to be radical for? 

For an America, I believe, that rendered invisible the interpreter's com­
plicity in the culture. I do not mean complicity as a synonym for moral (or 
even clerical) treason. One may be complicitous simultaneously in various 
aspects of culture: those which help people rationalize their greed, those 
which help naturalize existing or emergent networks of power, and those 
which open the way to fundamental moral and social improvements. In 
this case, however, complicity involved a strikingly uncritical stance (con­
sidering the professional self-reflexivity of these critics) toward precisely 
these sorts of ambiguities. In allegorizing the powers of opposition-and 
in effect transcendentalizing the subversive-these critics seemed almost 
willfully oblivious to their own cultural function. It was as though their 
method had somehow recast oppositionalism itself in the image of Amer­
ica; as though, to recall Benjamin's thesis, they had found at the origins 
of the errand not the barbarism of civilized progress but the redemptive 
wholeness of utopia; or, in the terms of Kafka's parable, as though they 
had appropriated to their academic performances the radical potential of 
the symbology they opposed. One general symptom is the alliance between 
radicalism and upward mobility in the profession at large-the rites of aca­
demia encoded in writings of dissent." A more telling symptom for my 
purposes is the cultural function of American Studies. Surely it is no ac-
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cident that, of all academic specialties, this field has been the most hos­
pitable from the start to new waves of immigration from the other America 
into the profession. Nor is it by accident that, in spite of its very name, 
American Studies (as in United States) has gravitated toward a denial 
of cohesion; that this rhetoric of denial has presented itself in protests 
against exclusion (i.e., for integration); that the protest has taken the form 
of hyphenated ethnicity-Italian-American, Irish-American, and Jewish­
American hand in hand with African-American, Asian-American, and Na­
tive American-and that the result has been an adversarial form of inter­
pretation which roots subversion in institutions of culture. It makes for a 
paradox that could obtain, in the old immigrant myth, only in America: a 
school of subversion geared toward the harmony of political activism and 
the good life, and directed (under the aegis of American literary studies) 
toward a fusion of personal, professional, and national identity. 

I have found in this institutionalization of dissent still another bound­
ary demarcating the problematics of cross-cultural criticism. I4 

Toward the end of Kafka's "Investigations of a Dog," the narrator is 
granted a visionary consolation. As he lies alone, near death, utterly ex­
hausted by a long series of frustrations, suddenly, he tells us, 

;l he;lutiful creature ... stood hefore me.... My senses ... seemed to see or to 
heM something ;lhout him rof whIch he himself was un;lw;lre] .... I thought I saw 
that the hound was already singing without knowing it, nay, more, that the melody, 
separ;ltcd from him, was floating in the air in accordance with its own laws, and, 
as though he had no parr in it, W;lS moving tow;lrd me, tow;lrd me alone. 

I suppose that :m analogy might be drawn to those ineffable moments of 
wonder that light up the republic of American letters: Whitman's vision of 
America singing what turns out to be an epic "Song of Myself"; the African 
slave Phillis Wheatley's first sight of what she later learned to call "the land 
of freedom's heaven-defended race"; the westward caravan at the start of 
The Prairie, face to face with Natty Bumppo, towering against the sunset; 
Mary Antin's Pisgah-view (from Ellis Island) of the new promised land; the 
uncut forests of Long Island at the end of The Great Gatsby, pandering in 
whispers to the last and greatest of human dreams; Perry Miller's voca­
tional epiphany at the mouth of the Congo River, a calling (he reports) 
from the primal darkness to tell the story of a brave New World; John 
Boyle O'Reilly's immigrant vision, at Plymouth Rock, "Of light predes­
tined" streaming from "The Mayflower's ... chosen womb"; and before 
even those mythic Puritans, the discoverer Columbus, as Emerson identi­
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fies him, and with him, at the beginning of his career, in the opening pages 
of Nature: 

This beauty of Nature which is seen and felt as beauty, is the least part. ... 
The presence of a higher, namely, of the spiritual element is essential to its per­

fection. The high and divine beauty which can be loved without effeminacy, is that 
which is found in combination with the human will. Beauty is the mark God sets 
upon virtue.... When a noble act is done ... are nol these heroes entitled to add 
the beauly of the scene to the beauty of the deed? When the bark of Columbus nears 
the shore of America;-before it, the beach lined with savages, fleeing out of their 
huts of cane; the sea behind; and the purple mountains of the Indian Archipelago 
around, can we separate the man from the living picture? Does not the New World 
clothe his form with her palm-groves and savannahs as fit drapery?lS 

I offer this emblem of discovery as an ultimum of the rhetoric of tran­
scendence-an interpretation of origins and ends that appropriates the 
mysteries of gender, nature, and the Oversoul to the culturally transparent 
"I." And it is worth remarking that Emerson's American Scholar fits well 
into its "living picture." He, too, stands at the rhetorical "shore of Amer­
ica": a "New World" which he claims by naming, as being his by visionary 
right, simultaneously his and not-his, a hero's trophy of beauty, virtue, sav­
agery, and representative selfhood. And the same is true of Emerson him­
self, standing in as the essential discoverer for Man Thinking and Colum­
bus alike: "I do not make it; I arrive there, and behold what was there al­
ready.... And what a future it opens! ... I am ready to die out of nature, 
and be born again into this new yet unapproachable America I have found 
in the West." That triumph of culture is perhaps the richest instance in 
modern history of the dialectic Benjamin speaks of between barbarism and 
civilization; the fullest modern case against empathic history, as being the 
instrument of the victors: "All rulers are the heirs of those who conquered 
before them. Hence, empathy with the victor invariably benefits the rul­
ers.... Whoever has emerged victorious participates to this day in the 
triumphal procession in which the present rulers step over those who are 
lying prostrate.... According to traditional practice, the spoils are carried 
along in the procession. They are called cultural treasures."l" 

"The American Scholar" both mystifies the discourse of conquest and 
transfers its cultural spoils to the observer-interpreter (and those he rep­
resents). Even as he renders unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's, ter­
ritory and inhabitants alike, Emerson renders them transcendentally unto 
God. "I arrive there, and behold what was there already": Emerson raises 
the victors' veni-vidi-vici into the music of the spheres by investing their 
"noble act" with the "presence of a higher, namely, of the spiritual element 
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essential to its perfection." And he does so, like Columbus, "without ef­
feminacy," draped in nature's purple, as the "savages" hasten in wonder 
toward his figural "bark," "fleeing out of their huts of cane," as once the 
Magi hastened from the East to witness the Nativity. Except that the drap­
ery, for Columbus, was the "purple mountains of the Indian Archipelago"; 
in Emerson's case, the prospect extends indefinitely into and across the 
American interior, at once toward his own "inward mountains, with the 
tranquil eternal meadows spread at their base," and toward the Rockies of 
the "continental" West. And of course the "savages" are no longer visible 
in "The American Scholar." In their place, Emerson paints for us an awak­
ening "our": "the sluggard intellect of this continent ... look[ing] from 
under its iron lids" toward "the postponed expectation of the world ... a 
new age, as the star in the constellation Harp, which now flames in our 
zenith, astronomers announce, shall one day be the pole-star for a thou­
sand yea rs." 17 

My own America, if I may call it so, elicited a different sense of wonder. 
To put this in its proper prosaic terms, it elicited a critical method designed 
to illuminate the conflicts implicit in border crossing, and to draw out their 
unresolved complementarities. I spoke of this method at the start as un­
representative, thinking of the corporate American figured in Emerson's 
Scholar. But the contrast itself suggests an,)ther constituency: the other 
America hidden from view by that interpretation; or as I called it, appro­
priatively, the unincorporated country of my alien namesakes, Sacco and 
Vanzetti, a rhetorically United States of nonetheless mainly unresolved 
borders-between class and race, race and generation, generation and re­
gion, region and religion, religious and ethnic and national heritage-and 
a constantly shifting array of cultural crossing, including those between 
Jewish-Canadian marginality and Emersonian dissent. 

The benefits of that method still seem pertinent to me, perhaps more 
now than ever, with the impending Americanization of what has been 
called, imprecisely, our postcapitalist world. I began this present investi­
gation, after much hesitation about theme and focus, directly after a lecture 
I attended by a visiting Russian economist, Stanislav Shatalin. It was a dra­
matic occasion, since Shatalin was then directing the marketplace trans­
formation underway in the U.S.S.R.; and it had an added personal edge (I 
fancied) for me alone, since he happened to come from the same region 
from which my parents had emigrated at about the time of his birth. "We 
have been wandering in the wilderness for forty years," was Shatalin's sum­
mary of the Communist experience; "the time of ideology is over, and the 
time for truth has arrived"-by which, he explained, he meant free enter­
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prise, individualism, and liberal democracy.'" As he proceeded to outline 
his soo-day truth-plan, conjuring up transcendent things to come, I found 
my thoughts turning gradually elsewhere-drifting back, as though in ac­
cordance with a law of their own, to the process of my personal and profes­
sional discovery of New Canaan. I had had a different border-crossing ex­
perience, and I had a different, cross-cultural story to tell. My proper theme 
and focus, I realized, was the music of America. 

"It Is Time":
 

The Buber-Rosenzweig Bible Translation
 

in Context
 

Klaus Reichert 

"/l/"hy does anybody wish to retranslate something, when and if that 
II·· something has already become an integral part of the language and 

culture into which it has been translated? There may be various plausible 
reasons, scholarly and aesthetic: the text may reach radically different au­
diences, the language of the translated text may have become obsolete, and 
so on. Indeed, translation has an innovative force-it secures the survival 
of texts that otherwise may become historical blanks. Refocusing of atten­
tion seems to be next to impossible, however, with texts that have estab­
lished their own tradition and have become almost completely detached 
from their origins. Within the German framework a good case in point is 
Schlegel's Shakespeare. Although many attempts were made to come closer 
to the original, to reproduce more adequately the syntactic and metrical 
jumps and breaks of its lines or its different stylistic layers, to adapt it better 
to changing stage conditions, Schlegel"s translations have never been 
superseded-not because they were so good but because they were and are 
part of the Weimar culture which they had helped to shape, Shakespeare 
having become the third of Germany's classical authors.' 

A much stronger case in point is of course Luther's German Bible. It 
must be borne in mind that the German into which Luther translated was 
to a large extent his own creation. This entailed an entire break with the 
languages of medieval German poetry which was almost exclusively writ ­
ten in the South German dialects. But it meant, above all, forming a new 
language out of the clumsy usage in the high German chancelleries by 
amalgamating it intertextually with the language actually spoken in every­




